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The aim of sufism is the realization of the Truth, 
and the sufi is one who moves towards the Truth 
by means of love and devotion. Since only one 
who has reached Perfection is capable of realiz- 
ing the Truth, the sufi strives his utmost to 
become a "Perfected One". 

Both inwardly and outwardly, a "Perfected One" 
is the manifestation of the Divine Attributes. 
Having become one with the Absolute, such a 
being is freed from the relativity of "I" and "we". 
He is a mirror which perfectly reflects God. When 
one looks upon him, one sees nothing but the 
Truth. 

Through Love , / have reached a place 
where no trace of Love remains. 

Where "I" and "we" and the painting of existence 
have all been forgotten and left behind. 

(From "Tasavvuf: The Aim and Approach of Sufism," Chapter I) 
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TASAVVUF 

The Aim 

and Approach of Sufism 



THE CRAZY INTELLECT 



Through Love , I have reached a place 
where no trace of Love remains. 

Where T and f we’ and the painting of existence 
have all been forgotten and left behind. 

Now who can know where I am, 

here where no knowledge, no opinion can be found . 

Here even Love is bewildered 

and the intellect is crazy , talking nonsense. 

Totally impoverished, I have no wealth, 
no identity, no self- 

Free from faithfulness and faithlessness, 

a stranger to myself and all acquaintances. 

Yet only for this can I still be blamed— 
that a cry comes from me, 

Out of grief for Nurbakhsh I say, 

“You have gone. How is it I know not where ?' 9 



IN THE NAME OF THE MOST EXALTED AND SACRED 



THE DEFINITION OF SUFISM 



Sufism is a school of spiritual states, not discourse; and a sufi is 
something to become, not something to merely read about. 

Since spiritual states cannot be expressed in words, sufi shaikhs 
have declared, “Whatever can be expressed in words is not sufism.” 
As Rumi has put it: 

When I come to Love, I am ashamed of all 
That I have ever said about Love. 

Whatever great sufis have said in explanation of tasavvuf 
(sufism) was the result of and appropriate to their particular situations 
and states. Such explanations, therefore, do not constitute general 
definitions of sufism. Rather, they refer to some of the characteristics 
of sufism. 

What can be considered, to some extent, a general definition of 
tasavvuf is this: 

Sufism is a path towards the Truth where the provisions are 

Love. Its method is to look solely in one direction, and its 

objective is God. 

At the end of the sufi path, nothing remains but God. 
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12 THE AIM OF SUFISM 



The aim of sufism is the realization of the Truth. Although 
philosophers consider that such an aim is achieved using reason and a 
process of logic or argument, the realization of the Truth is truly 
possible only with the eye of the heart and the conscience, through a 
process of unveiling and illumination. Thus, sufism means going and 
seeing, not sitting and talking. 



WHO IS THE SUFI? 



The sufi is one who moves towards the Truth by means of Love 
and devotion. He or she knows that the realization of the Truth is only 
possible for the Perfected One, for in a state of imperfection human 
beings are unable to recognize the Truth. Imperfection can be seen as 
an abnormal condition in which one’s ability to see things as they 
really are is deficient. An imperfect being, by virtue of his 
imperfection, misperceives the Truth without being aware of it, and 
therefore his understanding of the Truth is unconsciously mistaken. 

In the view of the sufi, what is known as the ‘Commanding self’ 
( nafs-e ammareh ), which resides in the unconscious, closely monitors 
and dominates the thoughts and behavior of each individual. 
Consequently, one’s ability to discriminate is clouded by the desires 
and attachments of the ‘commanding self’, and discrimination is 
necessarily faulty. 



SUFIOLOGISTS 



Those who study sufism and derive their own interpretations are 
called motasavvefeh, or ‘sufiologists’. Although such people may 
possess a great deal of information about sufi characteristics, they do 
not really know the sufis. They do not have sufi characteristics 
themselves, nor can they know what the sufi sees with the eye of the 
heart. Therefore, their statements about sufism will probably not be 
authoritative for sufis, although they might be very interesting from 
the point of view of defining sufism. 



WHO IS THE PERFECTED ONE? 
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Since only one who is perfect is capable of realizing the Truth, the 
sufi strives his utmost for Perfection. For sufis, the model and 
manifestation of the Perfected One in the external world is ‘ Ali ibn Abi 
Taleb, the cousin of the Prophet of Islam. Also, all the sufi masters 
and shaikhs were beings who realized varying degrees of Perfection. 

The question arises why ‘Ali as a disciple of the Prophet should 
be considered the model of the Perfected One, rather than the Prophet 
himself. Sufis do, indeed, believe that the Prophet is the supreme 
manifestation of Perfection. But the Prophet’s Perfection was a gift 
of God, whereas ‘Ali achieved Perfection and mastership through 
being a disciple of the Prophet. It is from the perspective of his 
discipleship that he provides the model for sufis. 

Conceptually, the Perfected One is an individual who has become 
freed from the dictates of the ‘commanding self’ ( nafs-e ammareh ). 
Both inwardly and outwardly, such a being is the manifestation of the 
Divine Attributes. Having become one with the Absolute, he is freed 
from the relativity of ‘I’ and ‘we’. He is a mirror which perfectly 
reflects God. When one looks upon him, one sees nothing but the 
Truth. 

Is it possible to become a Perfected One? The answer is “Yes”. 

Sufis believe that the only way to become perfect is to purify 
oneself under the training of a perfect master. This course of training 
is called the tariqat (Spiritual Path). In order to undertake such 
training, however, one must first follow the shari’at (the religious 
precepts constituting Islamic Law). At the end of the tariqat , one 
arrives at the threshold of the haqiqat (the Truth). As the Prophet has 
said, “The shari'at is my words, the tariqat my actions, and the 
haqiqat my states.” 

One who enters the tariqat is called a morid, while the master of 
the tariqat is known as the morad . 



SEEKING (TALAB) 



The attraction towards God, indeed, all movement forward on 
the Path, is due to the Will of God alone, as expressed in the Qur'an 



14 (2:272) where God tells the Prophet, “It is not you who are 

responsible for guiding them, for God guides whom He wills. ” This 
attraction towards God is called talab, which means both ‘calling’ 
from God’s direction and ‘seeking’ from man’s. Talab is the force 
which aids and encourages the disciple during his movement towards 
Perfection. It generates in him a feeling of dissatisfaction with his 
present condition, compelling him to seek a state of peace. 

Although this compulsion is God at work within the seeker, it is 
equally vital to have a master as the outward manifestation of God’s 
Will. This is based upon the Qur’anic passage in which God tells the 
Prophet, “You are the guide on the straight path.’’ (42:52) 

Eventually, talab leads the disciple to experience peace of mind 
and a growing sense of security and tranquility. In the higher stages, 
talab becomes the seeking for eternal Beauty, Goodness, and 
Perfection which it wants to possess forever. 



SPIRITUAL POVERTY (FAQR) 



The feeling of seeking (talab) is a manifestation of what is known 
as Spiritual Poverty (faqr ). One who possesses such Spiritual Poverty 
is referred to as ‘an impoverished one’ (faqir ). Spiritual Poverty is a 
state born of a sense of need, giving rise to the search for a remedy. 
The faqir feels ‘empty-handed’, that he lacks the higher attributes 
which are man’s potential. Thus, he is moved to set about finding a 
way to amend this feeling or ‘neediness’. 



THE DISCIPLE (MORID) 



The relationship between the master and disciple pertains to the 
intermediate phase of the Spiritual Path. The goal of the Spiritual 
Path is for the self of the traveler to become transformed from 
the ‘commanding self’ (nafs-e ammareh ), to the ‘blaming or reprov- 
ing self’ (nafs-e lavvameh ), and finally to the ‘self-at-rest’ (nafs-e 
motmaeneh). The motivation of the ‘commanding self’ is to satisfy 
its animal instincts and desires. The ‘reproving self’ blames the 
‘commanding self’ for this and seeks Perfection. The ‘self-at-rest’ has 
found peace and come to Perfection. At this point, the disciple is 



worthy of attending the banquet of Unity and being in the Divine 15 
Presence, as referred to in the Qur’anic verse, “O Self-at-Rest, return 
to your Lord, well-pleased (with Him), (and) He well-pleased with 
thee.” (89:28) 

While traveling the Path and observing its ‘rules and manners’ 
(adab 1 ), the disciple is freed from the pressure of psychological 
conflicts. He is cleansed of egotistical qualities, and the energy that 
was previously taken up in worldly distractions is now used to polish 
the heart and mind. At the end of the Path, the disciple is emptied of 
the attributes of the self and adorned by the Divine Attributes. Such a 
being has truly put into practice the saying of the Prophet, “Make 
yourself in harmony with the Divine Nature.” 

As Hafez has expressed it: 



Purify thyself and then proceed 
to the ‘Tavern of Ruin ’ . 



The purification referred to here is the purifying of the heart which 
takes place during the course of the tariqat (Spiritual Path), while the 
‘Tavern of Ruin’ represents the ‘passing away of the self in God’ (fana ), 
which is considered part of the final stage of tasavvuf or the Truth 
(haqiqat). 

In the initial phase of the Path, the disciple undergoes a process 
of confirming his faith in the master and gaining assurance that the 
master can take him to the final aim of human Perfection. The master 
during this phase determines that the seeker has proceeded with 
sincerity and devotion and is deserving of his guidance. 

Once the master and disciple have accepted one another, the 
master assures the disciple that all of his previous misbehavior will be 
forgiven provided that from then on he does not engage in what has 
been prohibited. From the sufi point of view, the initiation into the 
tariqat is a second birth for the disciple. As Jesus has said, “He who 
enters not into the angelic kingdom of the heavens and earth is one who 
has not been born again.” Sufis believe that an initiated person is born 



1. adab: a term that has various meanings depending upon the context in which it is used. 
Accordingly, it may be translated as ‘rules of behavior’, ‘how to be (or behave)’, ‘etiquette’, 
‘politeness’, ‘culture’, ‘civilization’, ‘decorum’, ‘good manners’. For the sake of brevity, adab has 
been translated as ‘rules and manners’ throughout this book (ed.). 



16 twice: once from his mother and once again into the world of Love, 
Loving-kindness, Devotion, and Unity. 

The initial phase of the Path generally takes from seven to twelve 
years. In the words of Hafez: 

The aim of shepherd Moses 
of the Promised Land 
Was reached with years of service 
at master Sho'eib's hand. 



THE MASTER (MORAD) 



The master is a Perfected One who has at the very least completed 
all phases of the Path. Being a master is not something to be merely 
claimed; it must be attained through training under a perfect master. 
The true master is linked to the spiritual chain of masters which 
extends back to the Prophet. 

Traveling the Path can be done in two ways: 

1. By means of Divine Grace — wherein God seizes one of his 
devotees and takes him away from himself, granting him His 
Presence. A person carried away in this manner is called majzub, or 
‘an enraptured one’. But this is a rare occurrence. 

2. By means of discipleship — being a traveler ( salek ) on the Path. 
This is the way of striving, as expressed in the Qur’anic passage, 
“Those who strive towards Us, certainly shall We guide them in Our 
ways.” (29:69) 

One who has achieved the end in only one of these ways, as either 
majzub or salek, cannot be a master. A master must have gone from 
the state of ‘enrapturement’ (jazbeh) to that of ‘traveling’ ( soluk ), or 
the reverse. Neither state alone is Perfection, and the master must be 
Perfect. 

In short, the master must have traveled the Path and come to 
know the Path before he can lead others on the way. 



HIE RULES AND MANNERS (ADAB) OF DISCIPLESHIP 
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The true disciple is one who witnesses in his heart the spiritual 
beauty of the master and immediately falls in love with this beauty. 
Being such a lover is the source of all blessings. Until the disciple has 
I alien in love with the Divine Beauty of the master, he cannot become 
surrendered to the master’s will. In truth, the disciple is one who 
surrenders to the master’s will, not one who remains the disciple of his 
own will. 



O heart, if you want the Beloved to be content, 
do and say whatever He desires . 

If He says cry tears of blood, don't ask why, 

and if He says give up your soul, don ' t ask the 
reason. 



The first step then, after choosing a master and becoming 
inspired with faith in him, is to obey his instructions without question- 
ing “how” or “why”. 



On the way to the Beloved Layla's abode, 
there are many dangers and risks. 
Unless you are an insane lover like Majnun, 
you won 't take even a single step. 



Whatever the master orders, even if it is not immediately clear to 
the disciple, should be carried out. As Hafez has said: 

Stain your prayer rug with wine 

If the Master of the Holy Fire so commands. 



The same point is illustrated in the Qur'anic story of Moses and 
Khezr in which Moses asks Khezr (the master of the Path) for 
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ask me about nothing until I myself mention it to you.” (18:70) 

Besides unquestioningly following the master’s instructions, the 
disciple should do nothing of importance without the permission of 
the master. He should reveal to no one the secrets that exist between 
himself and the master. Moreover, whatever the disciple witnesses in 
his dream or waking states should be confided only to the master. 

The disciple should never try to challenge the master in any 
pursuit. As the Qur'an (49:1) says, “O you who believe, be not 
forward in the presence of God and His Prophet.” That is, the 
disciple should always try to be humble before the master and not 
manifest his ‘self’. He should not venture an opinion unless he is 
invited to do so, nor should he perform any action unless he is so 
directed. It is in reference to this that it has been said, “Love is but an 
Ethic,” to which may be added, “. . .and the Path is merely the 
observance of that Ethic.” 

In accordance with the Qur’anic passage (49:2), “O you who 
believe, do not raise your voices above the voice of the Prophet,” the 
disciple should never speak loudly in the presence of the master, for 
“the master amongst his followers is like the Prophet in his 
community.” 



THE COURSE OF THE PATH 



The disciple’s development falls into two stages. In the first, he 
undergoes a process of resolving psychological conflicts and lessening 
the control of the self until he reaches a state of psychological har- 
mony, equilibrium, and peace of mind. In the second, the disciple 
undergoes a process of becoming illuminated by the Divine Attributes 
and Divine Nature. 

From the viewpoint of modern psychotherapy, during the initial 
stage of the Path the master observes and studies the behavior of the 
disciple. In this process, as in psychotherapy, the interpretation of 
dreams and visions plays an important role. The disciple relates his 
dreams and visions to the master, who, understanding their meaning 
and significance, sees the disciple’s inner conflicts and compulsions 



and undertakes to cure him of them. It is important here that the 19 
disciple refrain from speaking about his dreams and visions to anyone 
other than the master. 

In this way, the first stage of the Path is properly psycho- 
theraputic, varying in length according to the individual’s own 
particular psychological condition. Modern psychotherapy is, in fact, 
an imperfect imitation of the sufi approach since it lacks spiritual 
content. The curative process of sufism results in the purification not 
only of the mind, but of the heart. With the elixir of Love, the master 
liberates the disciple from self-centered qualities and opens him to the 
manifestations of the Divine Attributes. 

In the beginning of the Path, the disciple should adhere to the 
following instructions: 

1. Observance of Islam; 

2. Cultivation of kindness towards God’s creatures; 

3. Maintenance of discretion concerning the secrets of the Path, 
both with respect to fellow darvishes and to outsiders; 

4. Obedience to the rules of the Path. 

Once the master sees that the disciple is ready to undertake the 
procedure of the tariqat, he inculcates the zekr in him. 



ZEKR (REMEMBRANCE OF THE DIVINE NAMES) 



The zekr of the sufis is a Name of God transmitted to the disciple 
in a special manner by the master of the Path. Through the inculcation 
of zekr, the master instructs the disciple how to be in continuous 
remembrance of the Divine. 

So much He sat facing my open heart, 

My heart was imbued with His nature and ways . 

When the disciple is continually involved in the remembrance of God, 
his being gradually becomes liberated from egotistical and selfish 
qualities and illuminated by the Divine Attributes and Divine Nature. 
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In the beginning, the purpose of remembering God is to create a 
‘unity of attention’. Until this is attained, the disciple will be attentive 
to the various attachments of the self. Therefore, he should try to 
incline his scattered attention to the all-encompassing point of Unity. 

The remembrance of God effaces the memory of all other things, 
and the energy that was previously dispersed in worthless and short- 
term concerns now finds its proper focus in the remembrance of God. 
At the same time, psychological conflicts are reduced, leading to peace 
of mind in the disciple. 

In the course of remembrance, the sufi is attentive to the Name 
itself, as well as to its meaning or significance. This is necessary since 
human beings have the habit of being attentive to a concept by means 
of words. Thus, when a word is remembered, the corresponding 
concept tends to arise in one’s awareness. Attention to the Name 
alone, however, is a kind of idol-worship, for the word itself has no 
special properties. Of course, in the beginning, the disciple has no 
alternative but to focus on the words of the remembrance, coming 
gradually to the association of form and meaning until he is able to 
dispense with the form of the words altogether. 

/ will pass away from word , utterance and act , 
so without these three , I can be with You. 

Rumi 

Sufis believe that the disciple in remembrance should forget not 
only this world and the one after, but himself as well. As long as the 
disciple is conscious of himself in the course of remembrance, he is 
regarded as being in a state of infidelity. 

The zekr of the sufis, then, is like a flood which gradually 
eliminates the self-centered qualities and illuminates the Divine 
Attributes in the disciple’s heart. Ultimately, the very illusion of ‘self’ 
also becomes swept away and taken by the flood. This marks the end 
of the Path and the beginning of the ocean of selflessness. 

Yet the remembrance by itself is not sufficient to achieve this end. 
Devotion to the master is what really brings about the aim. Until the 
sense of devotion has overwhelmed the disciple, the tree of zekr 
cannot bring forth the fruit of fana (‘passing away of the self in 
God’). 



THE DIVINE NAMES AND ATTRIBUTES 
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Sufis believe that the Names of God have no limit — each Name 
representing an Attribute, each Attribute evoking an understanding, 
and each understanding effecting a realization of the Divine 
Omnipresence. The transcendent quality of each Attribute shines 
before the eyes of one who is devoted to God and brings peace upon 
him according to his individual capacity. Each time an Attribute is 
revealed to him through a flash of light from the window of a Divine 
Name, his ardor and longing increase. 2 



MIRACLES AND POWERS 



The true sufi is not concerned with miracles and spiritual powers. 
He makes no claim of being the source of miracles or of possessing 
powers beyond those which human beings normally possess. Since the 
sufi negates everything but God, he considers such claims to be 
manifestations of being , or affirmations of a separate existence apart 
from God. That is, the sufi regards the self as relative in relation to 
the absoluteness of God, and considers all acts and intuitions issuing 
from the self as obstacles to receiving the grace of God. 

Some people mistakenly imagine that sufi masters claim to 
possess spiritual powers or to perform miracles. However, sufi 
masters themselves make no such claims. Rather, it is the disciple 
who, by virtue of his devotion, may see miraculous or spiritual powers 
in the master or shaikh. At certain stages, therefore, it may be 
necessary for the master to liberate the disciple from this idol- 
worshipping frame of mind and lead him back to the cognizance of 
God. 



FREE WILL AND DETERMINATION 



At the beginning of the Path, according to sufis, free will ( tafviz ) 
is the predominating factor since the disciple is still entangled in the 
conflicts of the self. At this point, the disciple is largely influenced by 
the dictates of the self’s desires which overwhelm the individual will. In 



2. This process is described most fully in Kashani’s Mesbahol-Hedayeh. 



